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posed of members of the Imperial family and their
guests, met there, and those delightful reunions, the
charm of which I shall never forget, were brightened
by the grace and radiance of the Grand Duchess Maria
Feodorowna, at that time the wife of the heir to the
throne, afterwards the reigning Empress, and now the
Empress Dowager, who presided over that series of
informal gatherings, where all manner of etiquette was
for the moment forbidden and forgotten.
This, then, was the scene, haunted by so many memories
of other days, that was set for the meetings of the first
Russian Douma ; the changes necessary to adapt it to
its new uses had disfigured but little the palace of
PotemHne, and, although certain arrangements and
conveniences common to other European parliaments
were lacking, the palace offered to the delegates of the
Russian people a domicile of the most noble and imposing
aspect.
The hall designed for the session of the Douma had
formerly enclosed a winter-garden and was of great
dimensions ; the interior arrangement was copied after
the French Chamber of Deputies, the raised tribune
of the President dominating that, of the speaker and
both facing the hemicycle formed by the benches of the
deputies. The Ministers5 bench, however, was not
placed in the first row, as in France, but at the right of
the President's tribune, fronting the deputies.
I mention these details because it has always seemed
to me that the arrangement of the hall in which the ses-
sions are to take place, and the outward form given to
the debates by a certain arrangement, exert great
influence upon the labours of an assembly. When
organizing the Douma, the Government would have
done well to introduce the forms adopted by the